Sonographic evaluation of fetal growth: growth rate variability as a function of the interval between examinations.
Fetal growth rates determined on the basis of findings at two separate sonographic examinations can be used to detect growth abnormalities. This article determines the relationship between the length of the interval between examinations and the associated variability in measured fetal growth rates. We analyzed 1479 fetal measurements of the biparietal diameter, average abdominal diameter, and femur length from 539 normal pregnancies. Mean growth rates were computed as functions of gestational age. The standard deviation of the growth rate was computed as a function of the interval between examinations. The standard deviation of fetal growth rates is relatively constant when the interval between examinations is 8-10 weeks or more, but increases substantially when the interval is fewer than 6 weeks. From a purely statistical point of view, the optimal interval for assessment of fetal growth rates is 8-10 weeks or more. Shorter intervals, however, usually are mandated by the clinical situation. Correction factors can be used to determine the standard deviations and associated confidence intervals for fetal growth measured over a period of fewer than 10 weeks.